What is termed colonial period in American history extends from 1607 to 1765. During these years the literary output in America was scanty. A group of people who had their cultural lineage in Europe should have given so little thought to literary composition, seems rather strange till we look into the factors that conditioned life in these early American settlements.
Moreover, as sharers of the cultural tradition of England, the colonists did not feel the urge to create a literature of their own that could vie with that of England and of Europe.
They felt that they still belonged culturally to the old world and could still receive sustenance from their parent country. It was only much later, after the winning of political independence, that America felt the need for weaning herself culturally from England, and erects the edifice of her own literature.
Great literature is often the result of a sense of oneness, of a spirit of nationality which the heterogeneous settlers of America were yet to feel. This sense of nationality was not felt by the colonists who still thought of themselves as part of England or of Europe. The fusion in the ‗melting pot' took place later and thus is seen unmistakably in the very fibre of American literature of the ‗Revolutionary Period'.
If the bustle and activity of the colonial period gave little time for the writer to write, it is equally true that it gave the public little leisure to read. No writer can thrive in an indifferent medium. Literary compositions of merit are made possible by the response and encouragement from the reading public. In colonial America, the reading of the people was confined to the Bible and the prayer book and the few other books that were brought from England. Facilities for printing were negligible and there was scant inducement for the early Americans to write. Whenever he wrote, he did so for the sake of the Englishmen, and his writings were to be published in England. Only three things prompted the colonial writer to take up his pen. One was the desire to record important events and to provide their families and friends with an account of personal experiences.
Second was the motive of propaganda. Glowing accounts of the land were written so that the English people might be lured in large numbers to America which held out a promise of material prosperity. The third factor behind the colonial urge to write was the Puritan's inordinate appetite for religious writings. Sharing Milton's desire to ‗justify the ways of God to man', these writers produced a voluminous literature composed of sermons, diaries and biographies and poems of a religious nature. But the Puritan's subordination of form to matter hindered the production of a literature of purely aesthetic nature.
The colonial period of American history of drama came to an end in 1767 with the performance of the first play written by a native American on the stage of the South Wark Theatre. The growth of American drama was delayed partly due to the literary dependence upon the mother country and partly due to a widespread prejudice against the theatre. The reasons for opposition were more temperamental than theological.
Permission was granted to Hallam's company to act in 1754 on the clear understanding that ‗nothing indecent or immoral' was to be performed. People were fond of horse-races and they covered long distances to see them and they did not mind paying for their entertainment. Thomas Godfrey, the writer of the first American drama, -It is fortunate that none of these dramas disputes with The Prince of Parthia the honour of being first American play. It is not only the relative superiority of Godfrey's play both as a piece of literature and an acting drama that makes it fitting the honour of priority should belong to it.‖ (30)
The period 1765 to 1829 is remarkable in American history as the settlers of the different colonies, who had migrated from different parts of Europe, were now beginning to think of themselves as one people. The fusion of ‗melting pot' took place during the period leading on to that sentiment which found expression in the significant phrase like, ‗We the people of the United States'. The united political power of the Americans was first made manifest with the Stamp Act Congress of 1769, and went on right upto the year 1829 in which the common man of America was vindicated with Andrew Jackson's becoming the president of the United States. While the colonies were resisting together the tyrannical imposition of taxes by the British Government, an internal revolution was going on against the autocracy. Both these trends had great bearing on American literature especially on American drama.
This was an age of great complexities and problems and rapid changes. The entire western civilization was bearing the weight of certain clashes: Mercantilism versus Free Trade, Imperialism versus Home Rule, Tory versus Whig and Federalism versus Republicanism. Since an integral part of American character is the belief in the rights of the individual for his fullest possible development within a free society, providing justice and equality for all, the literature of the period is of great interest and importance. Books written and speeches made during this period were repeated assertions of this belief.
This newly awakened national consciousness was of fierce nature. Americans were becoming extremely sensitive to criticism. The idea of inferiority to England was unthinkable. It was this spirit that made them aspire to the creation of distinctive literature of their own, that had an aesthetic and not merely a utilitarian interest.
An excellent literature of politics or an equally praiseworthy literature of religion was not enough. The nationalists felt the intense desire to establish a tradition of belles-lettres. If poetry, fiction and the drama were the marks of a great culture, America did not want to lag behind any other country in the possession of these. This was the spirit behind the literary attempts of such writings. It was the attitude that prompted Washington Irving and Cooper to look diligently for material for romance and legends in the annals of American history. It is the romantic period that we get the finest expression of this spirit.
The tide of national sentiment that swept over America produced in this wake a genuine interest in belles-lettres in literature that was not merely informational or utilitarian. The writers were more self-conscious and the spread of education created an enlightened public who were ready for finer literature. Accounts of voyages, tracts, sermons, histories and biographies that dominated the literary scene so far, were retiring into the background though they continued to be written. Sermons still occupied a prominent place in the life of the colonies. But they became freer and more polished. These sermons helped to develop the art of oratory and had considerable influence on political oratory which now became important. Viewed from an absolute standard the artistic qualities of these dramas of the revolution may not be high. It is noteworthy that the more closely they are studied in relation to their inner meaning, the greater their significance becomes. In them, not figments of the fancy but real people live and move. Being drama they represent the feeling of the time in its most intense moods, and the hopes, fears, and agonies of that great period are mirrored in a glass that is most interesting when it reflects the nature of human beings who are emotionally under stress. During the period, Indian plays were introduced. By 1827 the interest in the subject was so widespread that these plays began to multiply. The vogue of Indian plays began to lose its hold after sometime. Decline is attributed to same types of plots, an exaggeration of motive and a lack of reality in the treatment. Williams Penn, John Ker, Samuel Chapman and Cornelius Mathews chose the theme and colonial motive. One of favourite themes used to be the revolution. All the events of the revolution were used by the dramatists.
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During this period, themes from contemporary events were also used for drama, expression the spirit of the times. The struggle between the political parties forms the subject matter of several plays. 
